Erythropoietin is neuroprotective in models of HIV sensory neuropathy.
HIV-associated sensory neuropathy (HIV-SN) is the most common neurological complication of HIV infection. Presently, there are no effective therapies for this painful neuropathy. The pathology of HIV-SN is characterized by 'dying back' sensory axonal degeneration and a more modest loss of dorsal root ganglion (DRG) sensory neurons. It has been hypothesized that HIV-SN results from neurotoxicity by secreted viral proteins, such as the HIV envelope glycoprotein gp120. Furthermore, neurotoxicity by dideoxynucleoside (DDX) agents, results in the observed higher incidence of HIV-SN in HIV-infected patients taking these antiretroviral drugs. In this study we show that administration of picomolar amounts of the hormone erythropoietin (EPO) prevents sensory axonal degeneration and in vitro DRG neuronal death by both gp120 and ddC (a neurotoxic DDX drug). Our results suggest that EPO may be useful in the treatment of HIV-SN.